Augsburg University

Idun
Theses and Graduate Projects
6-1-1994

Cambodian Refugee Experience History of Genocide Implications
for Social Workers
Mark Cavanaugh
Augsburg College

Follow this and additional works at: https://idun.augsburg.edu/etd
Part of the Social Work Commons

Recommended Citation
Cavanaugh, Mark, "Cambodian Refugee Experience History of Genocide Implications for Social Workers"
(1994). Theses and Graduate Projects. 161.
https://idun.augsburg.edu/etd/161

This Open Access Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Idun. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Theses and Graduate Projects by an authorized administrator of Idun. For more information, please contact
bloomber@augsburg.edu.

A TI{ESIS
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
OF

AUGSBURG COLLEGE

CAMBODIAN REFUGEE EXPERIENCE
HISTORY OF GENOCII}E

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORKERS

BY

MARKCAVANAUGH
Augsburg College
George Sverdrup LlbrortT
AAinnerrr.o!is, MN 55454

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE OF

MASTER OF SOCIAL WORK

MINNEAPOLIS, MINNESOTA

MASTER OF SOCIAL \MORK
AUGSBURG COLLEGE

MINNEAPOLIS, MINNESOTA

CERTIFICATE OF APPROVAL

This is to certify that the Master's Thesis of Mark Cavanaugh has been
approved by the Examining Committee for the thesis requirements for the

Master of Social Work Degree.

Date of Oral Presentation: lst of June, 1994.

Thesis Committee:

Thesis Advisor

Thesis Reader

Thesis Reader

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study is to provide social workers and other
human service professionals with an understanding
refugee experience. Understanding the history

,

of the Cambodian

of the Genocide and the

horrific impact it has had upon the Khmer is an important dynamic in
understanding the Khmer experience.Cambodian civilians who survived the

Pol Pot and Khmer Rouge regime experienced massive trauma. As a result,
Khmer refugees in the United States face a special challenge in the areas of
social and psychological adjustment.This research examines the historical
and political events which led to the communist take over of Cambodia.

It

also provides examples of atrocities committed by Khmer Rouge soldiers.

In addition, social work abstracts, psychological, and psychiatric literature
was reviewed to examine the current social and psychological stresses

affecting this population. Religious and family cultural values are also
described. Lastly, intervention strategies are presented which
social workers to

work effectively with Cambodian

will

enable

refugees.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
Throughout history people have been forced to leave their
homeland against their will. At times, entire cultures have fled from

their countries of origin to escape war, famine, economic difticulty,

and political persecution. For such individuals and families,
adjusting to a new culture and language, as well as grieving the loss

of family and friends is challenging. Often times, these refugees
carry with them psychological wounds or scars from atrocities
committed against them and their loved ones. Such wounds may
impede their ability to adapt and thrive adequately in their new
world. Social workers and human service providers need to be better
prepared to work with refugees who have experienced trauma. As

long as the U.S. continues to provide sanctuary to dislocated
persons, helping professionals must be prepared to receive them and

help them in their efforts to overcome their losses and fulfill their
hopes for a new life in America.

\
This thesis will examine the current and past challenges facing

the Cambodian refugee as they attempt to assimilate to life in the
US. It is estimated that between L975 to 1979, approximantely
1,000,000

to 3,000,000 Cambodians died during the communist take

over of Cambodia by Pol Pot and Khmer Rouge soldiers. Many died

1

from starvation, illness, or were executed (Becker, 1986; Shawcross,
1984). Those who survived witnessed atrocities which included

seeing dead bodies. Many experienced the death of friends and

relatives, and some were tortured or knew people who were
tortured. Many were forced to work manual labor jobs for long
hours with litt1e food, (15 hours

a day, 7 days a

week),

experienced forced migration, lost personal belongings, and
experienced the almost total destruction of their culture (Kinzie,
1988;

Hawk, L982). Kinzie (1990) states: "fn the last several years we

have gradually become aware that there is something different
about the more recent Cambodian refugees. We are used to hearing

horror stories and almost unspeakable human tragedies, but
somehow the Cambodians seemed unique. The amount of violence

reported in their lives was massive. The deaths and murders that
they had seen seemed both more numerous and more wanton than
those reported by other refugees"

(p. 333).

The primary purpose of this study

will be to examine

the

Cambodian refugee experience and provide support which identifies

this group as a population with continued social and psycho social
needs, specifically because their experience was unique from other

Southeast Asian refugees in respect to the amount of trauma they

endured. The secondary purpose will be to provide social workers

and other human service professionals with a detailed historical
review of Cambodia, the events which led to the communist
takeover of this country and the resulting genocide. This will include
2

detailed accounts of personal experiences and atrocities committed
by Khmer Rouge soldiers. The third objective will be to examine the

family and religious cultural values and specific Cambodian
religious and non- religious holidays inherent to the Cambodian
people. The final objective

used

by

will be to identify specific interventions

social workers and other helping professionals to assist

the Cambodian refugees in their efforts to live freely and contentedly

in the US., despite experiencing extreme trauma and loss.

J'.l

CHAPTERTWO

2.I. CAMBODIA
Cambodia is a small tropical country located in Southeast Asia.

Gary (1980) states: "It is bounded on the North and Northwest hy
Thailand and Laos, on the South and east by Vietnam, and on the
west by the GuIf of Thailand" ( p. 34). It is estimated to be 67,000
square miles in size or approximently twice the size of Maine (Leifer,
1967; Gary , 1980).

Gury

(1980) describes: "The center of the country

is covered by u vast plain on which is found the Tonle Sup ("Great

Lake") and through which flows two great rivers, the Mekong,
whose source is in China on the high plateaus of Tibet, and the Tonle
Sap, which drains the lake. The central plain is surrounded by chains

of mountains covered with forests and plateaus combining forest
and vast grasslands. To the West are the Cardomom Mountains, to

the North the Dangrek chain, and to the East the Moise Plateau"
(p.34).

Cambodia experiences two seasons, a winter which is cool and

dty and a sufiuner which is very hot and wet. Monsoons are corunon
in Camhodia. In Phnom Phen, the capitol city, Iocated in the
central plains and on the banks of the Mekong River,

the average

precipitation is 53. 3 inches. The hottest month is in April with an
average temperature of 84.2 while the coolest month is December

with an average temperature of 77.7 (Gary,
4

1980; Liefer, 196T).

2.2. ORIGINS OF THE CAMBODIAN PEOPLE

It is believed that Cambodia has been inhabited since 4000 BC.
The Khmer (Cambodians) are the oldest group to occupy Indochina.
Some scholars ascertain they came from areas around Burma, Tihet,

Thailand, although their exact place of origin is uncertain.
Liefer (1967) proposes: "they originated in the western provinces of
as

well

as

China, but the chief influences that have shaped their culture are

Indian" (p.21). In 50 AD. Kaundinya, a relative of ki.g Kambu, the

ruler of India, crossed the sea and settled in the Mekong Delta,
which was home to a Khmer group. Kaundinya married the
daughter of their king. The name Kampuchea rl/as thus derived from
the people of Kambu. "Cambodia" and "Kampuchea" mean the same

thing. "Cambodia" originated from the French word "Cambodge."
Kaundinya's culture introduced Mahayana Buddhism, taught the
Indian Sanskrit or alphabet and practiced a government based upon
the Hindu monarchy. Theravada Buddhism was adopted later in the

t2th century and is the primary religion in Cambodia today, while
the Indian Sanskrit language closely resembles the current Khmer
alphabet.

Another prominent leader in Khmer history is ]ayavarman II,
who was in power from AD. 802 to 850. Jayavarman and other
Khmer kings throughout history held the prestigious status of "devarar" or god-kirg. These rulers were believed to be all powerful and
absolute; politically, morally,

and religiously. Jayavarman
5

was

responsible

for the creation of "Ankor Wat" (wat means

Buddhist temple). Becker (1986) shares regarding this great structure:
"The touchstone of Cambodian history, of Cambodia's identity, is the

temple complex at Angkor. Those massive stone wonders are to

modern Cambodians what the Parthenon is to today's Greeks-

architectural masterpieces and solid, visible reminders that
Cambodia was once the premier state and culture of the region" (p.
46). This large temple was discovered

by French naturalist in the Lgth

century. Hood and Ab1in (1990) state: "From his reign onward it

drty of every king to erect a stone linga, housed in
a great temple mountain, as an architectural embodiment of his
persona. His son established another important precedent. He

became the sacred

constructed the first network of massive barays, or water reservoirs,

the largest of which held more than 30 tons" (p. xviii). When the
weather was dry, these waterways allowed for three or four crops to

be planted at the same time, thus allowing this economically
agriculturally based community to prosper. This kingdom spread
from Cambodia to Thailand, Laos, and southern Vietnam.
From the 14th century to the 1860's, the Khmer were forced to

defend themselves from various neighboring kingdoms. They were

defeated and ruled by various kings

of the Thai's,

Chinese,

Vietnamese/ and briefly the Spaniards. In 1855 the French began

a

colonization of Cambodia that would last until 194L In this year
under the leadership of Prince Norodom Sihanouk, Cambodia would
gain it's independence

from the French. Prince Sihanouk ruled
6

Cambodia for the next 29 years. In L97A while on a diplomatic trip to

China and the Soviet Union, Sihanouk was ousted from power by

u

military coup led by General Lon Nol. The Lon Nol regime controlled
Cambodia's government for 5 years.

In

1975 Pol Pot and Khmer

Rouge soldiers defeated The Lon Nol regime in a civil war and took

control of Cambodia. After the Khmer Rouge seized control of
Cambodia they implemented a strict Socialist program that
destroyed one third of their countrymen (Becker, 1986). See
appendice

A for a detailed account of the history and politics of

Cambodia before the Pol Pot regime.

7

2,3. KHMER ROUGE AND THE CAMBODIAN GENOCIDE

This new government referred to itself as Democratic
Kampuchea. Under the Leadership of Pol Pot and Khmer Rouge

soldiers, efforts would be made

to restructure the country

completely. Becker (1986) writes: "They pieced together a communist

program for change and ordered that it be followed 'totally and
completely' and 'rapidly.' All at once private property was abolished.

Everyone was evacuated from city and towns to the countrside.

Everythirg produced in the country, whether from the fields or the
factories, was subject to seizure from the state. Every individual's

movements were controlled by the state. The country was cut off
from the outside world "( p. 176).
From his autobiography, You Sokhanno (1981) recalls the duy

the Khmer rouge captured Phnom Phen and forced the people to

leave the city. He notes: "Finally, when the troops of PoI Pot
overtook Phnom Phen on April 17th,\975, we all felt that peace had
come. Because of that and because we were afraid, we cheered the

soldiers in their black urriforms and they carried a white
flag that said, 'Peace has come.' We thought that the fighting that

had gone on since L970 and caused so much destruction in the
provinces had come to an end. A few hours later I saw a liberal
soldier, a supporter of Lon NoI shot and fall dead on the road. That
was the first time I see anyone die; I was fifteen years old. I ran back
home as quickly as I could and told my family what I had seen. There

I

was not going to be peace. Later

I learned that the Khmer Rouge

soldiers were traveling around the city in trucks gatherirg up all the
men who were wearing the uniform of Lon Nol's army. The Khmer
Rouge took them to the stadium and shot them. The entire city was

emptied. They told us that for our own safety we urould have to
leave the city for three days. Anyone who stayed would be kiIIed"
(p.2). The Khmer Rouge claimed they evacuated the city for fear that

their was not enough food to support it's population. In 1977, in an
interview with Pol Pot, Chinese reporters were told this was a way
to insure no enemy organizations would threaten his leadership.

Along with Lon Nol's soldiers, person's who belonged to the
educated elite risked execution as well. The Khmer Rouge believed

if

you were educated you belonged to a class of people who lived alazy

and corrupt life which was responsible for exploiting the poor and
suPPorted the current goveffunent they considered their enemy.

If a

person spoke a foreign language, wore glasses, had any relation to
foreign goverrunents they were at risk of being killed. Jackson (1989)
describes: "The revolutionaries chose to direct the fire of war against

their own people, singling out for eradication army officers,
bureaucratic functionaries, royalty, Western educated professionals,

landowners, skilled laborers, Buddhist Monks, and Cham and
Vietnamese ethnic minorities (p. 37).

Families were separated and divided into work crews
according to sex and age. The separation of family was done to
9

eliminate the extended

family.

Everyone was forced to work long

hours building dams, roads, planting rice fields. Hood and Ablin
(1990) explain: "The dismantling of Cambodian society was seen by

the Khmer Rouge as an integral part of the revolutionary process.

This consisted of many things..... The Khmer Rouge established
social categories that determined not just the quality of one's life, but

often if one lived at all. They directed most aspects of daily life, from
marriage to eating. They defrocked Buddhist monks and forced them

into hard labor, and destroyed temples or converted them into other
uses. They abolished financial institutions,

all currency, and most

trivial forms of private property. Even barter was forbidden. They
reformed the language and closed most schools. They sought to
create a rural utopia, "one big work cafirp, " as Pol Pot once boasted

(pg.xxxv).
Under Khmer rouge leadership, Cambodia was divided into
eight zones. A commander was assigned to each zone, under them

leaders were assigned

to different regions, and supervised

the

leaders of what they referred to as solidarity groups (in reality work

groups) Each of these groups had a person who over saw the work, a

different person who was

the political leader, and an economic

leader who was in charge of supplies. These leaders were usually

Khmer Rouge who had been loyal to the revolution before their
victory. They were referred to as the "Old People",incontrast to the

"New People" who were the citizens of Cambodia being
indoctrinated into the new conunurrist philosophy. Sheehy (1986)
10

states: "These local leaders, chosen from among the Old People,
enjoyed few discernible special privileges and worked along with the

New people. The shrewdest and most loyal were chosen to be kwang
chhlop or spies; young girls turned out to be the most effective. The
Khmer Rouge soldiers and security forces themselves were not seen
at work sites and were never identified by personal names (p.92).

Along with giving up personal property, the masses were told

to forget about their past loved ones. The people of the past were
considered enemies of the state. The action of thinking about them

was considered a dangerous disease called memory sickness. Men,

women, and children dressed alike. Men were required to wear

a

red-checkered cloth around their neck, and for the women, around

their head. People were required to work long hours each duy. Three
days each month a large political meetiog was he1d, while smaller
group gatheri^gs happened several times per week.
Expressing emotions was viewed as a sign of weakness.

Khmer people had to be careful not to openly display affection or

love for another. Within the Khmer culture prior to Pol Pot,
expressing open affection between a girlfriend and boyfriend was
not culturally appropriate, but during the conununist takeover it was
punishable by death.

If an individual

expressed grief when a loved

one died, they too might be killed. Sheehy (1986) notes: "Children

were forced to watch discovered lovers beaten, mothers to watch
babies

tortured. Showing sympathy for victims was punishable;
1-1
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a person could be killed for shedding a tear." She also relates:" A
person who broke-who even so much as wept or screamed when

a

loved one was killed-was as good as dead himself. Jintana Lee, then
the thirteen-year old daughter of a major general in the Lon Nol
army, saw the Khmer Rouge leader who led her father to his death.

A month later, when her brother was taken away, ]inita put on an
impassive face. But she could not persuade her adult sister to
suspend reality long enough to save herself: my sister run to tell me,

"they just

kill our brother! They kill our parents. Why don't they kill

me!" I try to tell her, Quiet. Pretend." But she keep screamirg until
the Khmer Rouge come. That's it. She die" (p. 95).
Pol Pot's efforts to create a unitied Cambodia never succeeded.

The belief that the nation could prosper with an agricultural
economy and be supported by the conunon worker was misled. It is
estimated that between 1.2 million and 2 million people died from

starvation, d.isease, and overwork. Differences in regional
leadership regardirg work, executions, food allocations, and
organization of zone heirachy was common. Pol Pot was also
paranoid of members in his party and believed numerous factions

that threatened his leadership. A11 these factors combined to
undermine this regimes success. In L979 after repeated failed
attempts to negotiate with Communist Vietnam regardi.g border
existed

disputes, the Vietnamese invaded Cambodia and ousted Pol Pot from

power. See appendice B for

a detailed account of the factors which
12

led to the Vietnamese invasion, the subsequent creation of refugee
camps along the Thailand border, and the eventual

pull out of

Vietnamese forces after L0 years of occupation in Cambodia.

t3

2.4. ATROCITIES COMMITTED BY KHMER ROUGE SOLDIERS
In this section, detailed examples of Khmer Rouge atrocities
will be presented. The purpose of doing so is to provide human
service professionals with an understandi.g of the horrific events
that happened during this period. It must be recogntzed that these
examples may not represent similar experiences for other Khmer
refugees. The zone and year in which an individual would have been

assigned to work would influence the severity and frequency of the

atrocities that may have occurred. The leaders in different zones
conducted themselves differently, some were more or less cruel than
others. Again, it is important to note that not everyone's experience

of the Pol Pot years would be the same. Michael Vickery (1984)
relates: "I met people who had not known serious hunger, although

they may not have eaten as well as in pre-war Phnom Phenh. One

woman, a pre-war school teacher, told me that even under the
communist regime she had been put to work teaching primary
classes" (p.52).He also writes: "Contrary to the statements that all
educated people had to hide their literacy to avoid troubl€, I found
several others who had been given special privileged tasks because

of education beyond that of the cadres". Lastly he explains: "Still
other refugees stated, from their own experience, that the only
status which in itself carried mortal danger was membership in the
Lon Nol military or police organizations" (p.53).
74

David Kinzie, (1990) shares the following view:

"Recent

publications describe the true dimensions of the terror during this
time. There were political and non political executions, forced
migrations from the cities, starvation, forced labor, separation of
families, lack of health care. The killing of Cambodians by other
Cambodians has been described as autogenocide. The experiences of

the Cambodian refugees reminded us of the Nazi concentration
camPs" (P.333). Let the reader be warned this material may be
unpleasant to read.

Roger Rossenblatt, (1983) journalist and author relates an

interview he had with a young Khmer girl in Khao-I-Dang refugee
camp. He is questioning her about a drawi.g she produced while
residing in the camp. He states: "I ask Poev to explain it for me. She
takes

it in her hands and studies what she drew: three children

gathering rice in a field. A Khmer Rouge soldier has a rifle trained on
them, 'to keep them working.' Off to the left in the picture is a device.

It looks like a wheel with a hollow hub and spokes leading out of the
rim. Or perhaps it is a doughnut with lines on it. Three extra lines
extend from the outer

rim at the bottom, giving the thing

aPPearance of a crudely drawn insect.

the

At the top there is yet another

line sticking out at an angle to the right, the end of which is attached
to a small ring.

"\{hat is happening here, Peov?"
"This is a picture of the PoI Pot time." She hopes to change the
subject.
15

"VVho are these people?"

"They harvest the rice."
"And. what is this (the circular device)?"

"This is something you put on the head."
"Who puts it on your head?"
"The Pol Pot soldiers."
"IAtrhat is

it's purpose?"

"T0 kill."
"Do soldiers do the killing?"

No answer.
"Is it the soldiers who work the device?

will not respond to the question. Not now. But she has
answered it before. After a year in silence she has explained the
device, if not fully, dt least enough to allow a guess as to how it
She

worked. The children harvesting the rice include Peov. She is the
largest of the three. Whenever a child refused to work, she was
punished with the circular device. The soldiers would place

it

over

the child's head. Three people would hold it steady by means of ropes
(the three lines at the top). The device would work like a camera lens,
the areas between the lines in the drawing being metal blades. IAtrhen
the rope with the ring was pulled, the lens would close, and the child
would. be decapitated. A portable guillotine" (p. L35-136).

From his autobiography, Haing Ngor (1988) shares an
experience he had while living with the Khmer Rouge. A medical
1,6

doctor at the time of the Khmer Rouge revolution, Ngor along with
his wife was forced to serve this new goverrunent in the many work

groups established. The followi.g illastration describes his
experience and observations in a Khmer Rouge prison. In the early
mornings, before dawn, Ngor would forage for wild food close to
his shelter. It was for this crime, he was punished. This is what he
relates: "The guard and I walked past a middle aged woman lying
face down on a wooden bench with her arms and legs spread apart.
Metal clamps secured her wrists and ankles to the corners of the
bench. Her sampot or dress was torn, revealing her indecently, and

her blouse was ripped with one of her breasts showirg. As we went

by she turned her head and looked at us with an unfocused stare.
"Please save my life," she moaned in a low voice. She hadn't noticed
that my arms were tied behind my back, or that the other guard was
a man" (p.2L8).

Ngor relates again regarding this woman: "The curly haired
man carried a hatchet and a pair of pliers in his hands. He walked

down the row. He sat on the wooden bench by the spread-eagled
woman. "Where is your husband?" he asked her, the sound of his
voice carrying to me. "You

have

to tell Anka the truth. What

rank was he under Lon Nol? A captain? A lieutenant? Tell the truth.
"The woman slurred her words together. "I still

don't know where

he is," she said. "And he was not a soldier. He wasn't a captain. He
wasn't a lieutenant. He wasn't anything like that". "You still lie to
Anka? "The burly man stepped rp on the bench, put a foot down on
t7

her hand, bent down with the pliers, pulled hard and carne up with

something in the pliers' jaws. The woman screamed but he paid no

attention. "If you don't tell me the truth,

I'11

take another fingernail

tomorro\M," he said. "If you telI the truth now, Ankga

will release

you" (p.219).
Lastly, Dr. Ngor relates again an interaction between a prison

guard and a pregnant prisoner: "Later a new interrogator, one I had

not seen before, walked down the row of trees holdi.g a long sharp
knife. I could not make out their words, but he spoke to the pregnant
woman and she answered. I f,hat happened next makes me nauseous

to think about. I can only describe it in briefest terms. He cut the
clothes off her body, slit her stomach, and took the baby out" (p. 223).

Ngor later reports that the child was hung on the eve of a house with
others who had met a similar fate.

These examples are testimonies of Khmer Rouge atrocities.

Although they may not represent the experience of all Khmer who
survived this regime, it is important to understand the nature in

which some atrocities were committed. This will enable social
workers and other human service providers working with
Cambodian refugees to be prepared for the potential severity of the
trauma endured or witnessed.
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CHAPTER THREE
3.1. FAMILY VALUES

AND TRADITIONS

Within the Cambodian culture family life is highly cherished
and valued. The family is typically a patriarchal unit, but was
predominantly matriarchal before 1930. The French influenced this
change (Hoang & Anderson, 1982). In rural Cambodia, the father
would earn the primary income for the family. If the family lived on

a farm, his wife would plant and work in the fields during the
planting and harvesting season. Traditionally, he would be
responsible for making the final decision on any serious family
matter (Roth, 1983).
In Cambodia, the woman is typically responsible for managing

the household. Cooki.g and preparirg meals is usually her
responsibility, but the husband will help in such matters depending

upon the family and expected roles. The woman's role within the
family is very important. Within the family she is the primary source
of strength and support. She is also in charge of the family income
and

will monitor the family budget (Roth,

1983; Garry, 1980).

The Cambodian child is raised in a nurturing environment, but

is expected to learn how to begin taking care of him/herself at a
young age. After a child develops a sense of independence and an
individual personality, it's parents will allow him/her to assert
L9

him/herself within the family. Despite being allowed this freedom,
the child is reared with a strong sense that it is extremely important

to respect his/her parent's authority (Roth, L983; Hoang & Erickson,
7982). Many Khmer parents

would expect their children to honor
their wishes and follow their request with little or no argument.
Parents will prefer to teach their children proper behavior by
modeling the acceptable behavior themselves. Th*y will correct their

children with straight and clear statements. In some situations,
physical punishment is used as a way to correct the unacceptable
behavior, but it is usually a last resorf (Roth, 1983; Lutheran
Immigration and Refugee Service, Orientation Supplement, 1984).
Girls are taught how to take care of household responsibilities
by their mothers. Watching and caring for the children, cookirg, and
perhaps sewing are some of these chores. It is not uncofiunon for the
oldest daughter to frequently care
she

for younger

siblings. In Cambodia

would accompany her mother to the market to purchase food etc.

Most families do not have refrigerators so the purchase of fresh
produce is done much more frequently than in the United States

(Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service, Orientation
Supplement, 1984).

As a young girl Brows into adolescense, her activities will be
closely monitored by her parents. Leaving the home unaccompanied
does happen, but

it is rare. Girls should not be seen talking to boys
20

alone in public. It is much more acceptable if this is done in a group,

with friends of both sexes accompanying one another. Maintai^irg
family digttity is a very important l(hmer value and subsequently a
daughter's behavior is very important in this regard. Promiscuity, or
teenage pregnancy could potentially bring shame upon the family,

which may result in what is referred to as a loss of face in the
community. Boys are raised to respect their parents and elders as
well, but they are given more freedom than girls. They are allowed
to leave the household and participate in community activities more

frequently.

It is also important for the boy to maintain a good

reputation within the community. This will make finding a marriage
partner much easier in the future (Roth, 1983; Lutheran Immigration
and Refugee service, Orientation Supplement; L984; Gary, 1980).
The Cambodian family as a rule is usually extended. Relatives
are important, and

it is not uncofiunon for them to borrow money or

financially support each other, temporarily or as needed. This is done

naturally and is an expection role with no pay back needed. Elderly
relatives are rarely sent to a nursirg home and

will typically live

with a daughter or son. The child who is most tinancially secure, or
who may have children in need of care will be a likely candidate to
have their parents reside with them. Grandparents take an active
role in raisirg their grandchildren and enjoy interacting with them.
In the U.S., this allows both parents to work outside of the home
without worrying about child care. Family problems or issues are
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more important than individual issues or concerns. (Roth,

1-983;

Lutheran Immigration and Refugee service, Orientation
Supplement, 1984; Gary, 1980).
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3.2. RELIGIOUS VALUES and BELIEFS.

The primary religion of Cambodia is Theravada Buddhism.

Which in Cambodia is divided into two groups: The Mohanikay,
which means great congregation and the Thammayut. Mohanikay is
affiliated primarily with the rural Khmer and Thammayut is mostly
found in an around Phnom Phenh. Both groups identify with the Pali
Canon's deposition of doctrine, but each interpret it's teachings

differently. This doctrine, written in the Pali language is known

as

Tripitaka or "the three collections." The first collection is instructions

regardi.g monastic discipline. The second collection addresses
general religious questions, and the third section; morality and
philosophy. Monks, and bonzes (students) live in a conununity called

the Sangha (Gary, 1980).

In Cambodia each village may have it's own pagoda wat or
temple. In the United States where large groups of Cambodians
have settled temples are emerging. Bonzes will live in the temple as
Buddhist monks, but they will not take final vows of pov efty, nonviolence, and chastity like the monks themselves. They are free to
leave the temple at anytime. In Cambodia

it was not uncommon for

a young man to live with the monks to be taught the ways of the

Buddhist religion before marryirg or starting a career. The monks
act as spiritual leaders, guides and teachers for each community.
(Gary, 1980). Becker (1986) states: "The monks who taught them and

other Cambodians largely kept their ascetic vows. Th*y were
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vegetarian, celibate, nonviolent, and dedicated to a life of poverty.
They were also tolerant. There is little dogmatism and there are few

rigid rules in the Buddhist faith. Each person chooses his 'dharma or
path "' (p. 203).

Vickery relates this statement by Ebihara who describes
Cambodian Buddhism as it has evolved in rural Cambodia: "The
villager himself rarely conceives of observirg separate religious
traditions. Rather, for the ordinary Khmer, Buddha and ghosts,
prayers at the temple and invocations to spirits, monks and mediums
are all part of what is essentially a single religious system. " (Pg. 9).

Vickery (1984) adds: "One of the most important functions of
Cambodian popular Buddhism is the opportunity it gives for making
merit by becoming a monk oneself. The desire to make merit results

from the Cambodian understanding of Buddhism as a fatalist
doctrine which holds that our condition in the present life is the result

of our past conduct, while our conduct in this life, good or had, will
determine our fate in the future existence's" ( p.9).

Describi.g the roots of Buddhism in Cambodia Sheehy (1986)
shares: "Religion has always ordered the lives of the Khmer, but
creativity is evident as well. The animistic beliefs of the indigenous
Mon-Khmer were combined with the Indian Buddhist beliefs to form
a unique folk religion. Buddhism came to it's fullest expression in

Cambodia under her illustrious king, Jayavarman VII, when his
two wives converted him to Theravada Buddhism. Hundreds of
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thousands of ordinary people, the inscriptions tell us, labored to build

it would
deliver them, into another life, from pain." She goes on to state:

Jaya's opulent city, Angkor Thom, on the assumption that

"There is one formal Buddhist belief that remains unchanged in the
Khmer's folk religion: the concept of merit. Power, ability, riches, or

good luck are seen as rewards for previous existences lived
virtuously. Thus, society is a natural pyramid. Because there is no
hope of changing one's circumstances for better in this life, the only

way to play the game is to obey one's superiors and store up acts of
merit toward the next rebirth" (p.118-19).
Becker (1986) shares her thoughts on the connectedness of
Buddhism and. the larger culture:" Buddhism was so ingrained in the
Cambodian culture that it was not properly u separate institution or

faith but an expression of the Cambodian way of life" Cambodians
are not 'good' Buddhists in the formal sense. They are extremely
superstitious, they worship primitive animist spirits as much as Lord

Buddha, and many are not even schooled in the precepts of the
Buddhist faith. It is impossible to say what is Buddhist and what is

not Buddhist in Cambodian culture. Most Cambodians consider
themselves Buddhist whether or not they worship at home or in the

pagoda. To be Cambodian is to be Buddhist" (p.203 ). She also
relates, "Suffering is the lot of human kind and the goal of that faith
is to break that cycle; antimaterialism and an other worldliness stem

from that belief; one should adopt a gentle, nonviolent attitude
because there is enough suffering in the
25

world, not because there is a

reason for optimism or any joy in life." Lastly regarding Buddhism

she states once again: "Finally, Buddhism

is a vision ary faith.

Buddhist not only expect suffering in the world but believe the
prophecy that after Buddha, the faith would decline until the day of

the end of the world, the final dark age when the evil would rule
over the good" (p203). See appendice C for a detailed description of

I(hmer religious and non-religious holidays.
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CHAPTERFOUR
CURRENT SOCIAL AND PSYCHO SOCIAL CHALLENGES FOR

KHMER IN THE US.
This chapter describes the various emotional and psychological

in the
United States. Broml*y (1987) states: "Confronted with past
challenges facing Khmer refugees as they have resettled

experiences of a number of losses, Cambodian refugees arrive here

after a period of hardship, emotional distress, and extreme anxiety

about the future. Many have high expectations of a better life in
America, only to discover the harsh realities of unemployment,
inadequate housing, and

in many cases a loss of status and self

esteem" (p.236). Regarding challenges faced by refugees during the

initial stages of resettlement, Timberlake and Cook (1984) share the
following: "During the initial period after their arrival, refugees
often suppress the pain of their multiple losses...Aproximently six to

twelve months after their resettlement, however, the refugees begin
to be aware of their losses and, indeed, of the disruption of their total

life pattern (p. 109). Hirayama and Cetingok (1988) also share their
thoughts regarding such challenges refugees will address: "As they
are transplanted into unfamiliar culture and society, most Asian
immigrants and refugees experience a sense of powerlessness at one

time or another. Many factors contribute to this sense of
with the American
customs, rules, and norms; subtle discrimination and prejudice

powerlessness: language barriers; unfamiliarity
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against minorities in society; and most important the loss of social

support networks, status, roots, and the connectedness that are
found in native environments" (p.a2).

David Kinzie (1989) highlights an important distinction
between the Cambodian refugee experience and other such refugee
groups: "The Cambodians and other refugees face similar problems:

loss of their homeland, possessions, and social and individual
support; economic disadvantages; limited Urrgfisfskills, and the

PreSSuretogetemn'}-@withoutappropriatetraining'
But unlike some Sther groups, our patients have seen family
members killed and their culture shattered. The devastation and
massive trauma, plus refugee status, added to their misfortune"
(p.77).

Kinzie's (1988) continued research with Cambodian refugees
revealed that many suffered from post traumatic stress (PSTD)
issues similar to ]ewish survivors of the Nazi concentration camps.

This concept was referred to as "Concentration Camp Syndrome."
These symptoms included "chronic depression and anxiety, sleep

disorders, fatigue, recurrirg nightmares, intrusive thoughts,
isolation, rumination, irritability, avoidance of reminders or talki^g
about past traumatic experiences, and a hyperactive startle reaction"
(p.333). Kinzie found that they did not

initially seek treatment for

their experience of living under the Khmer Rouge. Many complained
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of psychosomatic illnesses and depression. He (1990) notes: "It
seemed clear, however, that once the syndrome developed they
stopped talking about their past under Pol Pot. On direct questioning
most would reluctantly begin to describe the catastrophic horror they

experienced, forced migration from their home, forced long labor,

separation from family, starvation,

little sleep, random

beatings,

serious illnesses, and the sight of frequent, indiscriminate killings.
For some it was even longer before they could tell of their personal
loss, death of members of their own families, and their own personal

terror during that time. A unique aspect of these symptoms was
avoidance of any events, even in the interview , that reminded them
of that part of their life in Cambodia" (p.377). He (1984) shares the
following regardirg his initial study with

13 Khmer patients: "The L3

patients in this report originally had diagnoses other than post
traumatic stress disorder, most frequently depression. Unlike the

other refugees, they revealed their histories reluctantly and
incompletely. Furthermore, the symptoms of these patients were
clearly different from those of other refugees and were more
persistent; their problems could not be explained merely as the
effects of migration or refugee status. Many of them spoke of their

forced labor and concentration camp experiences only

in the

psychotherapy sessions" (Kinzie, Fredrickson, Ben, Fleck, & Karls, p.
646).

?9

In

L99'J., Realmuto,

Masten, Carole, Hubbard, Groteluschen

youth. Surveys were
developed which assessed traumatic life events, post traumatic
and Chhun, conducted a study of 47 Khmer

stress syndrome and other psychiatric symptoms, as well as the level

of current functioning. The traumatic

life

events questionnaire

revealed that 57% of the males and 40"/, of the females had known of

atrocities which included torture of someone they knew. Witnessing
dead bodies and starvation was reported as the most corunon event
(91% of males and 89% of the females). Younger children reported

experiencing less life traumatic events than the older adolescents. A

Heroic Life Events measurement was also administered. This
included savirg a person's life, or helping someone or themselves
escape captivity. Female subjects reported more of these events. Post

traumatic stress symptoms were reported by 39% of the group.
Eighty seven percent met the Diagnostical Statistics Manual-III-R
(DSM-III-R) standards for PSTD, while 37% met the stricter DSM-

III-R criteria. (this manual classifies symptoms according to social
and psychiatric disorders). The difference being a report of two more

reported symptoms. Concerning PSTD symptoms, more of this
subject group reported re-experiencing and avoiding symptoms than

hyper-arousal. Forty percent reported being easily startled, while
87% reported avoiding memories or triggers which would remind

them of the Pol Pot years.

Carlson and Hogan (1994) also studied Cambodian refugees
and American trauma survivors

in an effort to determine if
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people

from different cultures experience similar PSTD symptoms after
experiencing trauma. Fifty Cambodian (26 females and 24 males)
were randomly selected from Greensboro, NC. The frequency of
traumatic events was measured using a 23-item questionnaire. Post
traumatic stress symptoms were measured using the PSTD checklist

mandated

by the Diagnostic Statistical Manual or

DSM-III.

Disassociative experiences were measured as well as depression and

anxiety.
The average number of traumatic experiences reported on the
Post Traumatic Inventory was

1,4.1,

out of

21.,

used. Eighty percent of

the refugees reported losing all property, staying in a refugee camp

for longer than one year, feeling like their lives were in danger,
lacked food, felt that relatives and friends were in danger and knew

that some did disappear, experienced forced relocation, relocated
themselves because of military engagements, and had friends and

relatives move in with them as well as leave. Forty eight percent
reported being assaulted physically, 62% had friends killed when they

tried to escape Cambodia, and 58% had family members killed while

doing the same. Eighty six percent met the DSM-III criteria for
PSTD, (the researchers modified the checklist to be culturally
specific) and 94% reported seven or more of the checklist items. The

most commonly reported items were having trouble falling asleep,

trouble concentrating, forgetting past traumatic experiences and
avoiding reminders of their trauma. Eighty six percent scored high
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for experiencing emotional distress or depression and 88% reported
high levels of anxiety.
In a study of the psycho social impact

of war trauma and

torture on Southeast Asian refugees, Mollica, Wyshak, and Lavelle,
(1987) found that from their study population, which included 52

Vietnamese, 2L Cambodian, and 13 Hmong/Laotian clients, the
Cambodians were the most severely traumatized. Regardi.g special

concerns

for Cambodian widows, they share the following: "The

clinic's Cambodian widows had experienced at least two of the three

traumas of rape, loss of spouse, or loss of children. These woman

had higher levels of depressive symptoms than all other clinic
patients. They perceived themselves as socially isolated and living in
a hostile world. These refugee women formed a special high risk
group. In general, they were extremely depressed, culturally isolated

(married Cambodian woman would keep them away from their
husbands), and overwhelmed by their attempts to work outside of
the home (almost all had been housewives) as well as caring for their

survivirg children. In addition, they lacked the economic and
emotional support of a spouse and were unable to imagine the
possibility of remarrying either a Cambodian or American" (p.

From the literature reviewed,

157L).

it is evident that the Khmer

refugees have been a highly traumatized population. Depression,

isolation, and PSTD symptoms are recurring themes identified in
32

each study.

In addition to overcoming language barriers, and

adapting to a strange culture, the Khmer face a special challenge in
healing the wounds of past trauma which afflicted an entire culture.

nft
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CHAPTER FIVE

Interventions for working with Khmer Refugees/Implications

for Social Workers:
This chapter

will details approaches that may assist social

workers in efforts to work with Cambodian refugees. Mary Ann
Bromley (1987) points out the importance of recognizing each culture

separately and avoiding stereotypes. She states: "There is often

a

tendency to view all Southeast Asian refugees as a homogeneous

group and not to look beyond that label. Given the considerable
ethnic diversity in cultural norms, customs, language, religion,
history, and the process of urbanization within countries such

as

Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos it is inevitable that what is true for the

former inhabitants of one place will not always apply in respect to
those of another" (p. 236). She also states: "An accurate assessment
of each refugee and his or her problems is essential if we are going to
intervene. This requires an openness to exploring the crisis situation

from both an American and a Khmer point of view. Western social
work theories and concepts can be useful for us to describe and make
sense of a refugee's situation; however

, we must also be able to

utilize a treatment approach that includes an understandir,g of how
the refugee is functioning and how he or she perceives his or her
situation, taking into consideration both cultural background and his
or her unique personality and experiences" (p. 238).
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In her work with Cambodian refugees, Bromley advocates
utilizing and adapting crisis intervention theory as a theoretical
framework. This theory postulates that individuals who experience

will feel increased anxiety and tension. They may react with a
problem solvi.g behavior that is unique to each individual. If this
reaction fails to resolve the situation the person will experience
crisis

possible depression, hopelessness, and helplessness. This is referred

to as vulnerable state. Under prolonged stress, individuals may cope
adequately for an initial period of time, but eventually

if the stress

endures, the Eunount of energy used to cope may diminish resulting in

what is called exhaustion crisis, a dilemma she believes plagues
many Khmer refugees. The goal of crisis intervention is to refurn the

individual to the same psychological health before the crisis
occurred. Bromley believes this may not be possible when working

with Cambodian refugees, therefore she advocates helping them use
coping methods they already possess to help them adjust to their new

environment.

Within the Khmer culture, suffering silently, suppressing
emotion and being pleasant toward one another are highly cherished

hehavioral norms. Broml*y (1987) states: "sublimating direct
expressions of feelings, such as fear, anger, grief, or hostility, might

result in physical illness, such as severe headache, backache, or
stomach disorder. This, for the Khmer, is the culturally acceptable
response to stress. Sadness is to be kept within the heart." She again
shares: "The Cambodian refugee

will conunonly
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describe the source

of his or her problem in terms of a physical ailment. Physical illness

allow the expression of personal problems in a socially acceptable
manner. A physical illness can befall anyone and no one needs to be
blamed or feel shame. Thus treatment must be aimed at alleviating
both the physical and emotional aspects of the problem" (p.237- 8).
The indirect style of communicating and a cultural bias against

showing outwardly signs of suffering, can be addressed

in a

culturally sensitive fashion. Bromley feels that by understandirg the
way Khmer individuals express emotion, social workers will be able

to creatively nurture such expression. Examples include using art,
such as painting or drawing, and story writing. Bromley (1987)

regarditg an artistically talented Khmer client who was referred to
social services for threate.irg to take his life, states: "He was asked

to d.o this, to paint a picture of life as he currently saw it for the
Cambodian refugee. He reluctantly agreed. The painting consisted
of a group of refugees sitting along a barbed wire fence in the
refugee camp, not yet out of the darkness but with a ray of sunlight

on their faces. This was in sharp contrast to his earlier,

less

optimistic works. By being able to recognize and use his unique way

of expressing feelings through art, the communication is

gap

bridged without a direct reaching for feelings" (p. 238). Bromley also
explains how successful intervention was used with a Khmer woman

who was residing in a refugee camp, entertaining suicidal thoughts
after being raped. She explains: "This acceptance of fate and
responsibility

is so strong that a number of refugee women
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'submitted' to rape with soldiers and border guards, in spite of the
strong taboos against such behavior, in order to gain passage for the
group.....A11 treatment approaches failed

until her reason for what

she saw as succumbing to the rape was recognized as a strength,

enabled her to

it

fulfill her responsibility of protecting her younger

brother" (p. 238).

Bromley (1987) has outlined six steps which assist helping
professionals in their work with Khmer refugees (p.239). They are:
L. Have enough information about the culture to permit interaction

that is respectful of the client's sense of propriety in interpersonal
relationships.
2. Emphasize the client's strengths and coping skills, ones that are

working, while de-emphasizirg explanations that focus

on

individual pathology.

3. Provide opportunities for the Khmer to discuss their unique
perspectives, values, and coping styles in the context of their
experiences.

4. Carefully describe your treatment approach and its rationale to

the client. The types of services we are prepared to offer might be
considerably different from what the Khmer client may be expecting.
5. Focus on resolving concrete problems and de-emphasize questions

that solicit responses involving affect.

6. Successful treatment requires an overall approach that

is

acceptable to the client and does not violate traditional beliefs and

values (p.239).
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In her work with Southeast Asian refugees, Muarice
Eisenbruch, (1991) professor from the Department of Anthropology

at the University of Melbourne, Australia, provides this important
insight: "Entrapped and suspended from the past, refugees can
develop disabling symptoms that may mimic post traumatic stress
disorder but will not be ameliorated by western therapeutic methods

alone"

(p

.677) Eisenbruch has coined the phrase; "cultural

bereavement" which she defines as: "The experience of the uprooted

person or group resulting from loss of social structures, cultural
values and self-identity: the person or group continues living in the
past, is visited by super natural forces from the past while asleep or

awake, suffers feelings

of guilt over abandoning culture

and

homeland, feels pain if memories of the past fade, but finds constant
images of the past (including traumatic images) intrudirg into daily

life, yearns to complete obligations to the dead, and feels stricken by
anxietiesr morbid thoughts, and anger that mar daily life.

It is not a

disease but an understandable response to the castastophic loss of
social structure and culture" (p. 674).

by applying
western definitions like the DSM categories may not be a
Eisenbruch (1991) believes treating refugees,

constructive solution which works effectively towards alleviating
their plight. Distress may be a normal, even positive response rather
than a psychiatric illness. If treated in a psychiatric western practice,
the refugee may become confused about what the medical treatment
means and an ilhress may

be created where none acfually exists.
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She proposes: "Such misunderstanding could be avoided

if

more

emphasis were placed on the integrity of the information gathered

from the refuge€, regardless of how bizarre it may seem" (p.

In her studies of Cambodian

673).

unaccompanied minors,

Eisenbruch (1991) found that minors who resided in Australia had
less cultural bereavement issues than those in the United States. She

attributes this to the fact that in Australia, the minors felt less
pressure to give up their traditional way of life, and were
encouraged

to participate in traditional ceremonies. She states:

"Sometimes the children fostered with American families saw little

of their fellow Cambodians and had little or no access to Cambodian
culture. These children continued to be immersed in the past, thinking
often about their families and were more preoccupied than they had

been at the time of their arrival. They had sustained feelings of
regret over leaving their homeland, coupled with a wish to go back.

Very powerful bad memories of atrocities during Pol Pot times
lingered, with recollections of anger and regret of leaving their
homeland." (p. 67a). Eisenbruch reports that the minors felt that their

bad memories and painful feelings could be alleviated by traditional
beliefs and rituals. By permitti.g access to the Buddhist monks and

Kruu Kmae (traditional healers), the minors could nurture a healing
process. Again she shares:

"It was striking how often my young

Cambodian informants expressed their yearning to participate in

traditional Buddhist ceremonies. They wanted to learn how to chant
with the monk and the older participants, and how to make merit
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for

their dead or lost parents and ancestors for a better life in the

next incarnation and to protect themselves from vengeful spirits"
(p.674)

The importance of religion and traditional spiritual beliefs in
healing a sick body and especially hetping the Khmer deal with their

traumatic past is an important component to remember when
working with Khmer refugees. According to Sheehy, (1983)
traditional Cambodians have no concept of mental ilhress. Whatever
symptoms cannot be ascribed to physical causes are assigned to

troubled spirits trying to posses the sufferer's mind. Traditional
healers can also be used to help the Khmer forgive themselves of

wrongs they may have corunitted. Dr. ]ean-Pierre Higel, a French
psychoanalyst, believes l(hmer use the idea of spirit possession as a

way of diminishing or relieving guilt. For example, if a married
woman falls in love with another mary or if a child hurts his siblings,
it can drive the spirit out so subsequently the individual does not
have to take responsibility for the act (Sh€€fr 1983).

Edward Canda and Thitya Phaobtong (1992) conducted a study
of three Buddhist Associations in the United States to determine how

Buddhism is used as a support system for Southeast Asian refugees
and how service providers can assist refugees with culturally and

spiritually appropriate assistarrce. The researchers found that the
Associations did not divide services into specific areas such as social,
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health, mental health, or educational. This differs from the American
system in which services are divided into specific categories. They

share:"Mental health needs are not separated from the context of
the whole person. All kinds of support are seen to foster the wellbeing of the person, including mental health " (p.

64).

The monks provide a variety of services depending upon the
needs of each situation. Sometimes, they

will

counsel individuals

who were experiencing marital difficulties. In such situations, after
listening attentively, they would advise couples to care and respect
one another equally and elude being selfish and abusive. Sometimes,

persons who were diagnosed with mental health problems would

live at the temple where they could be protected "magically from
physical and spiritual harm" (p.64). Meditation exercises and
structured routines would be taught and practiced which helped

them relax, clear their thought processes, and incorporate self
discipline into their lives. If necessary, a monk might perform a
religious exorcism to cast out a bad spirit. Family members and
significant others take an active role in helping develop a plan which

will assist an individual
maintaining

a

in

returning to the corununity while still

relationship

with the temple and it's

treatment

approaches.

Canda and Phaobtong (1992) also found the temples provided

many direct services

as

a

which

supported

their ethnic

corununities

whole. They state: "This is their primary reason for existing.
4L

Educational activities are offered on weekends to teach traditional
language, arts, and religion to youths. Recreational activities, such

as community meals, are held in conjunction with religious
celebrations. The temple promotes cultural preservation by
providi.g a place for traditional dancers, musicians, and artists to
perform and teach" ( p. 64).

As a result of their research, Canda and

Phaotbtang,

recommend that social work educators teach a curriculum which

familiarizes students with religious diversity beyond Christianity.
especially in the areas of refugee work. They advocate recruitirg
social work students from the Southeast Asian corununities, fls well

as establishing training which would bring Buddhist monks and

social workers together to develop mutual understanding and
collaboration, os both work together to assist refugees in their
adjustment. They (L992) state: "social workers need to learn how to

work effectively in multicultral interagency teams that include
members of Buddhist Associations to meet a wide multi-system
range of refugee needs. For example, Buddhist clergy could be
included in a plan to assist a Buddhist client in coping with a grave
illness or dying. This would involve development of holistic models

of service that transcend cultural, religious,

disciplinary,

professional, and institutional boundaries" (p. 65).
Social workers can also use the concept of empowerment when

working with Cambodian refugees. Hirayama and Cetingok
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(19S8)

relate: "In the social work literature, power

is often equated with

a

person's ability or capacity for adaptation." They go on: "As a person

exerts influence over other people and the environment, he or she
receives in return a 'sense of significance' in terms of recognition,

prestige, and status, which in turn bolsters his or her positive self

image, identity, and power" (p. 42).Both authors believe that
successful adaptation by refugees, is related to their ability to adapt
to the American community and society without leaving their specific

cultural values which are inherent in their identities. Learning to live

bi-culturally is an important step for refugees.
There are three roles for the social worker, when working
towards empowering refugee families. The first is that of resource
consultant, il:r which the worker respectfully connects families with
resources

in a style builds up their

self-esteem and uses their

prohlem solvi.g capabilities. Hirayama and Cetingok (1987) share:

"It is important to build resources into the family systems of
immigrants and refugees. Without new resources, the family may not

be able to function. Resources may range from concrete resources
such as jobs, mone/, and health care to intangible resources such as

means and styles

of communication and interpersonal

relationships"(p.46). The second role is that of sensitizer. In this role

the social worker sensitizes the refugee to areas they may need to
develop socially and emotionally, an important component to
empowerment. Improving their self-esteem by helping them to
address problems which may exist in such roles as parent, employee,
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student, etc. is necessary.The last role teacher or trainer. In this
role the worker is models and helps the family or individual gain
new skiIls, acquire new knowledge, and access valuable information.
Each of these three roles,

if modeled and applied appropriately and

respectfully, can help refugees experience success and be empowered

in their lives.
In this section, interventions were presented which assist social

workers in their efforts to work with Cambodian refugees. Other
strategies exist which have not been described in detail due to time

limitations of this study. Glassman and Skolnik (1984) describe the
successful use

of

group work in refugee resettlement. Lee and Lu

(1988) outline a number of therapeutic strategies used when

working

with Southeast Asian refugees. These include crisis intervention
the ory t structured supportive approaches, behavioral,
psychopharmacological, hypnosis, and folk healing. The treatment

modalities they describe include individual therapy which would
focus on reinforcing culturally sanctioned coping mechanisms, as

well as normalizing and generalizing life circumstances. Family
therapy is also described. In his work and research with Khmer
refugees, Kinzie (1988) advocates supportive long term therapy to
address the effects of massive trauma. The use of anti-depressant
medicines, clonidine, (a drug used to reduce arousal and autonomic

symptoms of PSTD), reinforcing traditional values, and the use of
socialization groups, can all be effective intervention strategies.
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LIMITATIONS OF STUDY

This study has been based solely on the review of prior
research, subsequently, live subjects were not used. Because of this,
direct-evidence which supports the concepts in this study have only
been reorganized and presented. The research was not re-validated

nor were new findings discovered. The sources used to gather the
information were secondary in nature. Historical research advocates
using primary as well as secondary sources. Primary sources may
include having contact with actual survivors, talking to witnesses of
the Khmer tragedy, reading and studying original documents, etc. In

the early stages of planning this study, it was decided that live
subjects would not be used because of the sensitivity of the topic and

the effect talking about their experience may have had on the
refugees. A1so, researchers as human being are not exempt from
containing certain biases. It must be kept in mind that the studies
reviewed for this research, as well as the historical books, might
contain their authors own bias. Some of the literature reviewed and

used for this study was taken from writings by journalist and
authors, not social scientists per se. \Mhat training and experience
they may have in research may vary accordingly. Lastly, because of

time constraints, areas of research were overlooked. For example,
this thesis could have been more complete hy including a section on

the politics and living conditions of the refugee camps along the
border of Thailand. By including

the camp experience, the reader
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would. have

a

fuller understanding of the Khmer refugee experience.

In addition, literature was not reviewed which could have addressed
issues of racism refugees may experience from the dominant culfure.
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Camhodian refugees have faced numerous challenges. The
trauma they endured during the PoI Pot years was significant and

intense (Kinzie, 1989). The loss of friends and relatives, forced
migration, insufficient medical services, forced labor, lack of food,
and constant threat of torture and murder during

traumatized

an

this dictatorship

entire nation. Fourteen years after the war,

Cambodian citizens now resettled in the United States continue to be
haunted by the memories of these events (Kinzie,1989; Realmuto, et
al, 1992; Carhson & Hogan, 1994;Le & Lu 1989).

As a who1e, Southeast Asian refugees have endured incredible
circumstances while trying to survive a tragic time in their history.

Recent literature supports that the trauma the Cambodians
experienced was more intense

in duration than many other Asian

Broups (Kinzie, 1988; Mollica, et al, 1,987). Social workers and other
human professionals working with Khmer refugees need to be aware
of the history of this culture and be sensitive to the unique aspects of

their recent experience.
By understanding the family roles and religious beliefs of the

Khmer people, social workers

will be better prepared to help the

refugees in their resettlement process, as well as help them deal

with

their past trauma and loss. Networking with the current religious
foundations and spiritual healers that exist within the Cambodian
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coilununity is an integral component to practicing culturally sensitive
social work (Canda & Phaobtong, 1992; Eisenbruch, 1991; Sheehy;
1983). Social workers can work effectively

with Khmer refugees by

emphasizing their strengths and coping skills as well as by allowing
them the opportunity to share and express their cultural values and

traditions. In addition,

by

assisting them

in resolvirg

concrete

problems, and being careful not to violate cultural norms, a social
worker can influence the refugees ability to cope positively (Bromley,
1986). E*powering Khmer refugees

by teaching practical skills,

helping them attain employment, information, new knowledge etc.
and connecting them with appropriate resources can help maintain

their dignity and esteem (Hirayama and Cetingok, 1988). It is also
important that western social workers understand how feelings and
emotions are cofiununicated by Khmer refugees. Direct expression of

feeling is a western standard not always embraced by the Khmer.
Social workers must be creative and insightful
express their feelings of loss and sadness

in helping them

in ways which are non

threatening and culturally acceptable (Bromley, 1987).
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HISTORY AND POLITICS
From the 14th century, to the L860's, the Khmer were forced to

defend themselves from various neighboring kingdoms. They were
defeated and ruled by various kings which included the Thai's,
Chinese, Vietnamese and briefly the Spaniards. "Though Cambodia

never disappeared as an entity, by the middle of the nineteenth
century, only a sliver of the once great empire remained " (Hood and

Ablin, 1990,p.xix).

In

1855 the French intervented to help Cambodia reestablish

ownership

by insisting that Thailand give back

the provincial

areas of Siem Riep and Battambang which they had seized during

their colonization. The French also helped establish the boundaries

that exist today, but which are still often disputed by Cambodia's
neighboring countries. A French protectorate allowed the Khmer
Royal Family to hold the throne, but gave them little power. Little
economic development occurred

durirg this time and Vietnamese

officials staffed some colonial administrative positions. This did not

help curb the animosity and resentment many Khmer had towards
the Vietnamese brought ofl, in part,by the Vietnamese occupation of
Cambodia in 1834.
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Gary (1980) relates: "The Vietnamese embarked on a systematic

Vietnamization of the I(hmer people, in an attempt to destroy their

In 1841 it was annexed, and
Cambodia ceased to exist" (p.39). As the French had helped

language, traditions, and religion.

Cambodia establish independence from Thailand, so did Siam help

the Khmer regain it's land in 1845 from the Vietnamese. The
Camhodian people had revolted and driven the Vietnamese out.
The French maintained a long standing colony of Cambodia.

Competing with other European countries

in the mid

1800's for

colonies in Southeast Asia, the French believed the Mekong river

would provide valuable access to the orient, especially southern
China. Siam (present duy Thailand) successfully maintained it's
independence from the French and avoided their efforts to colonize

their cor-rntry. The French then convinced King Norodom, the present

ruler of Cambodia, to allow them to use Cambodia as a buffer
between the already French coloni zed Vietnam, and independent

Siam, They allowed King Norodom to control his country, but
insisted on maintaining Cambodia's foreign policy. The French had
also allowed Siam to claim Cambodian land as part of a bargain to

relinquish their control over the Cambodian court.
As the French realized that the Mekong River was not going to

provide them the valuable access they originally hoped, (mainly
because the Saimese resisted French efforts to colonize them) they
changed their policy towards Cambodia and began imposing taxes
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as a way to pay for their protection of Cambodia.

was forced at gun point to sign

the

Ki.g Norodom

a new treaty with them. In

1941,,

control of Cambodia, but allowed
French to continue to govern the country. In the same year,

Japanese army had taken

the

taking advantage of the weakened French colony, Thailand attacked
northwestern Cambodia. To maintain peace, the Japanese forced the

French

to allow Thailand to take land in the provinces

in

Battambang, Siem Reap, and Sisophan. Cambodia lost one third of
it's country and approximately half a million people.

In L94L the French appointed

18 year old Prince Norodom

Sihanouk, nephew of king Norodoffi, as the new ruler of Cambodia.

By selecting young Sihanork, the French hoped to find a passive,
compliant leader willing to oblige by their policies. In 1945, as ]apan's

war effort was beginni^g to falter, they encouraged Sihanouk to
seek independence from the French. Sihanouk dismantled the
National Assembly, (the current operati^g political party) and
organized a campaign to gain international support for Cambodia's
independence. At this time, the French were demoralized by u war in

Vietnam, and not anxious to have similar problems in Cambodia,
handed over their rule. In November 1953 the Royal Government

of Cambodia had absolute power. Sihanouk, was a hero.
From I94L to 1970 Sihanouk influenced and established a large

educational program in Cambodia. He built numerous secondary
schools/ pagoda (Buddhist temples) and
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pali schools as well as the

University of Phnom Phen. Railways and roads were created that

led into Thailand. Under his direction, rubber plantations became a
source of economic prosperity. He also created the National
Museum at Phnom Phen and directed the restoration of the temples
of Angkor and Royal mausoleums.

William Shawcross (1979) described Norodom Sihanouk as
follows: "He presided feudally from I94L to L970, as King, Chief of
State, Prince, Prime Minister, head of the main political movement,

jazz band leader, mngazine editor, film director, and gambli.g
concessionaire, attempting to unite in his rule the unfamiliar
concepts of Buddhism, socialism, and democracy. His exercise of

power was so astonishing and so individual that he came to
personifu hit country and its policies, abroad as well as at home" (p.
41). Hood and Ablin (1990) also describe: "Sihanouk's rule was
marked by contradictory domestic policies and continually shifting

domestic and international alliances. Underlying these apparent
inconsistencies, however, was Sihanouk's conscious attempt to
balance opposing powers, both for Cambodia's sake and his own.

Internally, he played off social revolutionaries, conservative
aristocrats, and members of an emergi*g educated class seeking
personal advancement and national modernization. Internationally,

he tried to keep Cambodia independent by pursuing a policy of
neutrality vis-a-vis the superpowers and China" (p.xxi).
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In

L970 Sihinouk traveled

to the Soviet Union and China

hoping to secure their help with negotiating with the Hanoi regime
the conununist power

was

to

in North Vietnam. The reason for this trip

keep Cambodia neutral in North Vietnam's war with South

Vietnam and the US. While he was away, Sihanouk's leadership was
denounced and Prime Minister Lon Nol replaced him. Lon Nol was

sympathetic to the Americans who were becoming frustrated with
Sihanouk' s foreign policies. Hood and Ablin (1990) share: "Sihanouk
resented American attempts to bully him into joining their side in the

Cold War. In a conspicuous manner, he accepted aid from China and

openly endorsed the struggle of the Viet Cong against South
Vietnam" (p.xxii).
Sihanouk's removal from office may have been the result of

both internal and external forces. Within Cambodia the military
budget was reduced. This angered military leaders and civil servants
who were unfairly acceptirg bribes to add to their already poor
government salaries. Growing numbers of college and high school
graduates were unable to secure jobs worthy of their educational
status. In the business sector, leaders were reacting to goverrunent
restraints on private operations and many of the educated elite were

moving to countries like France to avoid what they perceived as an
oppressive goverrunent.

Immediately after the coup, North Vietnam and China tried

to convince Lon Nol to

continue Sihanouk's policy of allowing
53

Vietnamese corununist troops to use Cambodian territory for their

war against South Vietnam. He denied their request. Lon Nol's new
assembly decided to force the North Vietnamese out of Cambodia by

using military force. Sihanouk, who was residing in Beijing, China

during this time, then allied with the Khmer Rouge, who were a
small revolutionary army within Cambodia led by Pol Pot. The intent
of the Khmer Rouge was to overthrow the Lon Nol regime. Hood
and Ablin (1990) share: "This was a unique turning point in
Cambodian history. Not only was Sihanouk depos€d, but the
Sihanouk state was destroyed. The careful balance among internal
interest that Sihanouk maintained for more than 15 years gave way

to civil war between Cambodian factions who had vastly different
plans for their country" (p. xxiv).

Although there was support from many urban Khmer for their

new leader, rural Khmer still were loyal to Sihanouk, and many
viewed him as a God-King or protector. Immediately after taking
control, Lon Nol called on other countries as well as the United
Nations to help remove the North Vietnamese from Cambodia.
There were

an estimated 60,000 Vietnamese troops in Cambodia.

The Cambodian military was poorly trained and equipped. Many of

the soldiers were young and not prepared to fight against the more
experienced Vietnamese soldiers. As a result, the Khmer lost both

land and young men. Vietnamese civilians residing in Cambodia

were also killed by Lon Nol's military as anti-Vietnamese
propaganda spread throughout the country.
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Becker (1986) writes regardirg Lon Nol's strategies: "Lon Nol
created 24 hour military soldiers, accepted all new recruits without

regard to professional standards,

and made rash, rapid

promotions that became established procedure throughout the
war. There were even more appallirg practices: his army drafted

children to inflate its numbers, padded payrolls with phantom
soldiers to pay off rapidly promoted and corrupt officers, and Lon
Nol permitted other forms of wholesale corruption that led to
disintegration of moral" (p.138). In L970 President Richard Nixon
ordered the invasion of Cambodia by American troops. This saved
the Lon NoI regime. Nixon's motives was to attack the coilununist

headquarters he believed was located

within Cambodia. This

invasion revived the anti-war movement in the United States and
convinced the Chinese to support Sihinouk and his new alliance with
the Khmer Rouge.

Two months after the Americans invaded Cambodia, they
pulled out. They left because Nixon was recieving pressure from the
United States Congress not to have American soldiers in Cambodia.

The South Vietnamese who invaded Cambodia along with the
American troops remained to fight the North Vietnamese. Because of

this the North Vietnamese troops fled deeper into Cambodia.
Protected by these troops the Khmer Rouge who now referred to
themselves as The National United Front of Kampuchea was safe to

grow. They organized and developed a military hierarchy and
eventually their ranks grew from 800 in 1970 to 40,000-50,000 in L973.
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Rural villagers were persuaded to join their cause. Taped messages
recorded"

in China by Sihanouk were played throughout the

country encouraging people to stand and fight against the
current government. In 1973, the North Vietnamese pulled out of
Cambodia. Cambodians were now fighting Cambodians.

In L973 the Paris Peace Agreements were finished. National
Security advisor Henry Kissenger and Vietnamese communist leader

Le Duc Tho, reached agreement that American involvement in
Vietnam would end. The Khmer Rouge refused to participate in these

talks for fear of jeopardizing their victory over the Lon Nol regime.

No negotiations with Cambodia occurred. American policy
supported supplyitg the Cambodian Government with aid to
continue it's war against the Khmer Rouge forces.

The United States also began bombing Khmer Rouge
strongholds. William Shawcross (1979) shares this statement by
William Colby, then acting leader of the Central Intelligence Agency:
"American bombers pounded away at the Cambodian Countryside
for eight month in search of the Khmer Rouge. In all, 539 ,129 tons of
bombs were dropped on Cambodia, more than three times the
amount of explosives that had been dropped on ]apan during World
War JI" (p. 265). Hood and Ablin (1990) also note: "The bombers hit

wedding parties and funerals, rice fields and water buffaloes,
villages, hospitals, and monasteries" (p.

xxviii). American journalist

Richard Dudman(L971) reported: "The bombing and shooting was
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radicalizing the people of rural Cambodia and was turning the

countryside into

a

massive, dedicated, and revolutionary

base.....American bombs and shells are proving to the Cambodians

beyond any doubt that the United States is waging an unprovoked

colonialist war against the Cambodian people" (pg.69 -70). The
bombing ended August 1"5th,1973.
Because of the fighting

in the countryside, rural Khmer were

migrating to Phnom Phen to escape the war. The capitol city grew
from 600, 000 to an eventual three million. The Lon Nol regime was
economically bankrupt and unable to support itself economically. The

United States congress had ended President Nixon's plan for
financial aid to Cambodia. Without this support, Lon Nol was unable

to withstand the Khmer Rouge onslaught. On April L7th,

L975,

I(hmer Rouge forces captured the capitol city. The Khmer Rouge
under the leadership of Pol Pot, (formerly known as Solath Sar,
changing his name after the revolution), Khieu Samphan, Hu Nim,
and Hou Youn, were now in control of the country. The total number

of people killed during the war to this point was estimated to be
between 500,000 to one million people.
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VIETNAMESE INVASION
The Khmer Rouge's primary source of foreigr support came

from the People's Republic of China. The Chinese supptied weapons
to Cambodia in exchange for agricultural goods. The Chinese also
maintained poor relations with Vietnam and supported Pol Pot's
animosity towards the Vietnamese. Shortly after the Khmer Rouge
seized control of Cambodia, their soldiers began occupyirg land
close to Vietnams border which they believed belonged to Cambodia.

(The boundaries between Vietnam and Cambodia have been
frequently disputed by the two countries for many years). Shortly
after North Vietnam defeated South Vietnam, they too began
occupying the border land they believed was rightfully theirs. This
resulted in frequent clashes between Vietnamese and Khmer Rouge
soldiers.

The two countries made efforts to resolve the border disputes,

but tn L975 talks ceased. In 1977, Khmer Rouge soldiers once again
began attacking Vietnamese troops in hopes they could force them
off the disputed land. These attacks eventually spread into territory
which was undisputed Vietnamese land. The Vietnamese reacted by
moving into Cambodian territory as well. In January, 1988,
Cambodia succeeded at drivi^g the Vietnamese out of Cambodia.
Vietnam allowed foreign journalist to record the aftermath of Khmer
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Rouge atrocities against Vietnamese civilians

living in

these

territories. Up until this time, Cambodia country

was

disconnected from the outside world. Few people realized that

similar atrocities were being committed within Cambodia against
the civilian population.
In February 1988, Vietnam gave up hope for an agreement with

the PoI Pot government. Efforts were made by the Vietnamese to
resolve the border disputes; they proposed withdrawing troops from

both sides, ending the confrontations and having international
intervention to supervise the disputed land. Pol Pot would not listen.

Instead, anti-Vietnamese propaganda began surging through
Cambodia. Hood and Ablin (1990) state: "Cambodian government
propaganda included allusions to returni^g to the strength and
grandeur of Ankor; Cambodians were frequently exhorted to
recapture all of southern Vietnam for the Khmer nation. Every
Cambodian was equivalent to and would

kill thirty

Vietnamese,

Democratic radio repeatedly claimed. The 'barbarians' would be
defeated 'even if this fight lasts seven hundred years or more" (p. xi).
The Cambodian population was approximently 6 million at this time,

while Vietnam's included 50 million. In addition Vietnam possessed
one of the largest armies in the world.

In the meantime, Vietnam,s relationship with China was also
beginnitg to deteriorate further. Vietnam and China historically

have maintained poor goverrunental relations. Chinese living in
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Vietnam began leaving the country by boat to escape new and
harsher policies established by the Vietnamese government. The
Chinese goverrunent had close to 20 thousand advisors in Cambodia

and was warning Vietnam not to attack Cambodia. China had also
made attempts to convince Pol Pot to resolve the border disputes but

he declined. China had no choice but to back it's ally. The Chinese

government increased it's weapons shipments to Cambodia and
began applying military pressure on the Northern border of Vietnam
where China and Vietnam meet.
Despite this pressure from China, Vietnam invaded Cambodia

on December 25, 1978. It was a full scale invasion. Within three
weeks of the invasion, Vietnam controlled Phnom Phen and

secured almost

all

of Cambodia except the regions bordering

Thailand. The Democratic Kampuchea goverrunent and it's leaders
were forced out of power. The Khmer Rouge became encamped in
the jungles borderi.g Thailand and began resistance movements
almost immediately against the Vietnamese. Vietnam was surprised

by the Khmer population's acceptance of them. Many of

the

population was relieved to be rid of their former leader, although
many poor rural Khmer who lived comfortably during the Pol Pot
years and. held positions of power were not huppy with the change in

goverrunent.
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Shortly after Vietnam invaded Cambodia, China launched an
attack on the northern border of Vietnam. The purpose of the attack

was not clearly known. Some scholars speculate China wanted
to teach Vietnam a lesson for invading it's ally Cambodia. The
Vietnamese successfully defended themselves against the Chinese

who fought very poorly. Vietnam reported that over three hundred
villages were destroyed, as well as schools, hospitals, and factories.

Roughly 50,000 people were killed in the total of four weeks of
fighting. This number was nearly equivalent to the number of
American soldiers who were killed in Vietnam between

1961,

and

1975.

After the Vietnamese invasion, the Cambodian civilian
population began looking for relatives lost during the war. Many
returned to their home villages, while others migrated towards the

border of Thailand. Many were unsure how the new goverrunent
would treat them and feared the worse. Mohm Phat, a young Khmer

girl relates her experience of fleeing to the border shortly after the
Vietnamese invasion. She (1986) relates: "Running in the bomb
sound. Many mountains. Mean sharp mountains, rake your arms,
tear your feet. Lot of people run this same way. Many mothers run

with

a

baby, maybe two children tuck up under each arm; they look so

tired. Everybody have to walk on their bare feet just like Pol Pot time.

From mountain you drop down into deep ravine. People are just
walking and they step on punji stick, a pointy thing, poison on the W,
it pushes up through their foot like meat you put on a stick to grill.
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The pain is terrible.

I guess you have to get the poison out before it

run all through your body. A lot of people step on them. Some cry to
be carry, some don't even cry. Too

tired" (p. 133).

Relief camps were established on the Thai border, but not until
countries like the United States, Australia, and France agreed with
Thailand to help in the eventual resettlement of the refugees. Prior to

this, rn !979, Thai soldiers had forced more than 40,000 Khmer from
the border back into Cambodia. They were pushed through a ravine

in a desolate part of the Cambodian countryside. Many died from
stepping on hidden mines or were shot by Thai soldiers. The exact

number of dead is not known, but estimates are in the thousands.
This is a well known incident among the Khmer people, and although

there was no initial help from outside governments, this event
helped focus international attention on Cambodia.

In the faIl of L979, with the assistance of the United Nations,
more refugee camps were built. These camps included Khao-DDang camp which housed close to 200, 000 Cambodians. By the end

of L979, approximently 700, 000 Khmer were living along the border
of Thailand, and an estimated 250,000 Cambodians had resettled to
the United States.

In Cambodia, the Vietnamese created a government which
was put under the leadership of Hun Sen and Heng Samrin. Both
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these men were former Khmer Rouge officers who fled to Vietnam

during the Pol Pot years. Organized resistance groups fought against
the Vietnamese installed goverrunent and used the Thai border

as

their sanctuary. There were four such groups, including the Khmer
Rouge which organized and waged a guerrilla war against the
current government.

In 1989, after

10 years, the Vietnamese

pulled out of Cambodia,

leaving the Hun Sen goverrunent in charge. Vietnam was anxious to

begin establishing economic ties with international countries and
was under pressure by the world community to leave Cambodia. In
1990 the United Nation's, security council, the current

Hun

Sen

goverrunent, and the resistance groups, agreed to form a council.

The resistance groups began to operate under the leadership of
Prince Sihanouk. This council then agreed to allow the United
Nations Transitional Authority to operate as an interim goverrunent
and. organize elections

which were held in May Lggl.
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APPENDIX C
RELIGIOUS AND NON-RELIGIOUS KHMER HOLIDAYS.

The Cambodian calendar combines both the lunar and solar

calendars. The position

of the moon dictates each month.

The

Progression or cycle of the month is adjusted to match the movement

of the sun. These lunar months dictate when the religious holidays
will be celebrated. Each month alternates between 30 and 29 days.
The months with 29 days are called female, while the 30 duy are
male. In Cambodia, the sex of the month held significance, in that a
marriage could not happen during a male month.
The New Year (Chaul Chhnam)

This celebration is held during the the month of April and
signifies the beginning of the solar year. The huddhist clergy usually

it typically begins April
13th. In Cambodia, small piles of sand would be built which
signifyitg the mountains of Hindu cosmogonlr the tallest being
dictate the exact date of the celebration, but

Mount Meru, the axis of the world. This ceremeny was historically
held in the Silver Pagoda which was located inside the Royal Palace

in Phnom Phenh and also in Buddhist Monasteries and private
homes. The celebration would include singing, playirg traditional

Khmer games, and dancing (Gary, L980; Lutheran Immigration and
Refugee Service, Orientation Supplement, 1984).
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The Sacred Furrow

This celebration is also held in the spring, sometimes during

April or May. It signifies the beginning of the rice planting season as
well as representing a fertility rite. Traditionally, a Khmer king
would trace the first rice furrows in a sacred rice field in the capitol
city. The queen would then throw rice seeds into the air. This
celebration also asks for the gods to protect the coming rice harvest.

During this ceremony oxen are released from a plow and guided
towards a silver tray filled with corn, rice, beans, grass, and rice
alcohol. It is then allowed to eat the contents. Omens are predicted

from what the oxen choose to consume (Gary, 1980).
Pisak Bauchia

This festival celebrates the birth, enlightenment, and finally
death of Buddha. It is observed during the month of Muy and
celebrated

in all monasteries. (Lutheran Immigration and Refugee

Service, Orientation Supplement, 1984).
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Prachum Ben

This holiday is known as the feast of the dead. It lasts for two
weeks during August or September. During the two weeks, people

will visit the temples in the morning and offer food to the
Sangha (Buddhist Comm*ity). In the evening they will return
and listen to the monks speak or give sermons. Prayers are said
along with the monks and blessings are asked for those relatives and
ancestors who are already dead. Food is given to the monk and

when consumed the relatives and ancestors who are deceased in this
life but living in the spirit world, are fed at the same time. Especially
those relatives who have sinned and are in hell. The people in hell
are given freedom for one day and are allowed to eat the food and
search for other deceased relatives. It is believed that people who are

in hell eat food that is rotten and spoiled. During this time, food is
also given to young children and the elderly to bring good luck to the

giver. In Cambodia, at the end of the celebration various cakes or
foods are placed in a hollowed out banana tree trunk which is floated

down a river. This food is meant to accompany the spirits as they
return to their abode (Gary, 1980; Lutheran Immigration and
Refugee Service, Orientation Supplement, 1984).

Feast of the Water

This celebration occurs in November on a duy when the moon
is full. During this time, the annual floods
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will occur and Tonle

Sap,

the largest fresh water lake in Cambodia reverses it's current.
Traditionally, in Phnom Phen the king would live in a floating
house for three days. On the river there would be boat races and
elaborately decorated boats would join together to form a long
parade (Gary, 1980; Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service,
Orientation Supplement, 1984).
Chaul Vuhsa
This holiday is marked by the entering of young men into the
Sangha community.

It occurs during the beginni.g of the rainy

in ]une. Ceremonies are bright and colorful. Friends and
relatives, dressed in their finest cloth, will gather at a loca1
season

ordination hall. The young men who will be joining the conununity,

walk in three lines around the hall while the monks are praying. The
ceremony ends when the students change clothes into the traditional

Buddhist attire and are accepted into the Sangha by the head monk

or abbott (Gary, 1980; Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service,
Orientation Supplement, 1984).
Chenh Vuhsa

This feast is an offering to the monks and occurs in September

or October. The people are encouraged to offer clothes or other
useful items to the monks and their community. This allows them to
earn merit in their future life. At the same time the monks are coming
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out of a retreat. This holiday, referred to as the Kathen festival
would sometimes be sponsored by a village, wealthy person,
goverrunent service etc. Merit is also believed to be achieved by the
sponsor of this celebration. Prayers are said in the monastery before
the statue of Buddha and later the people

will

celebrate with music,

dancing, and singing (Gary, L980; Lutheran Immigration and
Refugee Service, Orientation Supplement, 1984).
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